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1
RETURN-TO-ZERO DIGITAL-TO-ANALOG
CONVERTER WITH OVERLAPPING TIME
DELAYED PULSE GENERATION

TECHNICAL FIELD

Embodiments relate generally to mixed-signal circuits,
and more particularly, embodiments of the subject matter
relate to digital-to-analog converters (DACs).

BACKGROUND

In many modern electronics applications, it is desirable to
convert a digital value to an analog signal. For example,
digital-to-analog converters (DACs) are commonly used in
the feedback path of analog-to-digital converters (ADCs). In
some ADCs, sigma-delta modulation (or alternatively, delta-
sigma modulation) is used to reduce the effect of quantization
error and improve signal-to-noise ratio (SNR).

Some ADCs utilize continuous-time sigma-delta modula-
tors, that is, sigma-delta modulators constructed using con-
tinuous-time circuitry. Continuous-time sigma-delta modula-
tors can be clocked at higher sampling frequencies which
improves the performance of the sigma-delta ADC.

In practice, however, a high-speed sigma-delta ADC can be
limited in performance by the DACs in the feedback path. For
example, some sigma-delta ADCs utilize a DAC in the feed-
back path that uses a return-to-zero (RZ) pulse scheme. Other
sigma-delta ADCs utilize a DAC in the feedback path that
uses a non-return-to-zero (NRZ) pulse scheme.

In general, a DAC using an RZ pulse scheme can provide
better immunity to inter-symbol interference compared to a
DAC using a NRZ pulse scheme. However, a DAC using an
RZ pulse scheme is more susceptible to the effects of clock
jitter than DAC using a NRZ pulse scheme. Furthermore, a
DAC using an RZ pulse scheme can have increased slew rate
requirements compared to a DAC using a NRZ pulse scheme.
For these reasons there continues to be a need for DACs that
can be used in ADCs while providing relatively good immu-
nity to clock jitter, inter-symbol interference, and while hav-
ing reduced slew rate requirements.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A is a schematic diagram of a DAC in accordance
with an exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 1B is a timing diagram in accordance with an exem-
plary embodiment;

FIG. 1C is a timing diagram in accordance with another
exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 1D is a timing diagram in accordance with another
exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram of a DAC in accordance with
another exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 3A is a schematic diagram of a control signal genera-
tor in accordance with an exemplary embodiment;

FIG. 3B is a chart of a logic relationship for the control
signal generator in accordance with an exemplary embodi-
ment;

FIG. 4 is a timing diagram in accordance with an exem-
plary embodiment; and

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram of an ADC in accordance
with an exemplary embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The embodiments described herein provide a digital-to-
analog converter (DAC) that can provide improved perfor-
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mance. Specifically, the embodiments provide a DAC that can
have both relatively good immunity to clock jitter and a
relatively low slew rate requirement over traditional return-
to-zero (RZ) architectures, while still providing relatively
good immunity to inter-symbol interference (ISI). As such,
the DAC can be used in a variety of high performance appli-
cations. As one specific example, the DAC can be used in the
feedback path of analog-to-digital converters (ADCs) that
utilize continuous-time sigma-delta modulation.

In general, the DACs described herein use a stepped RZ
pulse scheme, where the output includes the superposition of
multiple time-offset RZ pulses. This stepped RZ pulse
scheme can provide both relatively good immunity to clock
jitter and relatively good immunity to inter-symbol interfer-
ence over traditional structures, while still satisfying rela-
tively low slew rate requirements.

Turning now to FIG. 1A, schematic diagram of a DAC
element 100 in accordance with an exemplary embodiment is
illustrated. The DAC element 100 includes a first switching
element 102, a second switching element 104, a current
source 106, and a current sink 108. In general, the DAC
element 100 is configured to receive control signals and gen-
erate an output having a stepped RZ pulse scheme, with the
average output being proportional to a digital input signal.

Specifically, the first switching element 102 is configured
to generate a first RZ pulse in response to the control signals.
Likewise, the second switching element 104 is configured to
generate a second RZ pulse in response to the control signals,
where the second RZ pulse is delayed in time from and
partially overlaps with the first RZ pulse. The first switching
element 102 and the second switching element 104 are
coupled to the output (OUT) of the DAC element 100, such
that the output is configured to combine the first RZ pulse and
the second RZ pulse to generate a combined pulse that is
proportional to a digital input signal. Turning to FIG. 1B, a
timing diagram 150 illustrates exemplary first RZ pulses,
second RZ pulses, and an exemplary combined output of the
DAC element 100. As can be seen in FIG. 1B, the second RZ
pulses are delayed compared to the first RZ pulses, and the
combined output is a superposition of the first RZ pulses and
the second RZ pulses. As will be explained in greater detail
below, such combined pulses effectively provide a stepped
RZ pulse scheme that can provide both relatively good immu-
nity to clock jitter and relatively good immunity to inter-
symbol interference over traditional structures, while also
satisfying a relatively reduced slew rate requirement.

Returning to FIG. 1A, the current source 106 is configured
provide matched currents to the first switching element 102
and the second switching element 104. Likewise, the current
sink 108 is configured to sink matched currents from the first
switching element 102 and the second switching element 104.
The current source 106 and current sink 108 thus provide the
current used to generate the combined pulses at the output of
the DAC element 100. The use of the same current sources
and sinks for both the first switching element 102 and the
second switching element 104 provides a better statistical
match for setting the gain of the DAC element 100.

As described above, the second RZ pulses are delayed in
time from and partially overlap with the first RZ pulses. To
partially overlap the first RZ pulses, the second RZ pulses
should be delayed at least a non-zero amount and less than a
T/2 amount, where T is the period of the clock used to gen-
erate the first and second RZ pulses. In specific embodiments
the second RZ pulses would be delayed between T/8 and
3T/8, and in one embodiment a delay of T/4 can be used.

In some embodiments, additional switching elements can
be used to provide additional delayed RZ pulses. In such
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embodiments the additional switching elements can be inte-
grated into the DAC element 100. For example, the additional
switching elements can be coupled to the current source 106
and current sink 108 to provide balanced current to the addi-
tional switching elements. [ikewise, the additional switching
elements can be coupled to receive control signals and pro-
vide the additional delayed RZ pulses to the combined output.

For example, a third switching element can be added to the
DAC element 100, where the third switching element is con-
figured to generate third RZ pulses in response to the control
signal. In this embodiment, the third RZ pulses can be delayed
in time and partially overlapping with the both the first RZ
pulses and the second RZ pulses. As one specific example, the
second RZ pulses can be delayed an amount of T/6, and the
third RZ pulses can be delayed an amount of T/3, where again
T is the clock period used to generate the RZ pulses. In such
an embodiment the combined output would comprise a com-
bination of all three RZ pulses.

Turning to FIG. 1C, a timing diagram 170 illustrates exem-
plary first RZ pulses, second RZ pulses, third RZ pulses, and
anexemplary combined output. As canbe seen in FIG. 1C, the
second RZ pulses and third RZ pulses are delayed compared
to the first RZ pulses, and the combined output is a superpo-
sition of the first RZ pulses, second RZ pulses and third RZ
pulses.

As an additional example, a fourth switching element can
be added to the DAC element 100, where the fourth switching
element is configured to generate fourth RZ pulses in
response to the control signal. In this embodiment, the fourth
RZ pulses can be delayed in time and partially overlapping
with the first RZ pulses, the second RZ pulses, and the third
RZ pulses. As one specific example, the second RZ pulses can
be delayed an amount of T/8, the third RZ pulses can be
delayed an amount of T/4, and the fourth RZ pulses can be
delayed an amount of 3T/8, where again T is the clock period
used to generate the RZ pulses. In such an embodiment the
combined output would comprise a combination of all four
RZ pulses. And it should be noted that such embodiments
could be further expanded with the addition of additional
switching elements configured to provide more delayed RZ
pulses.

Turning to FIG. 1D, a timing diagram 190 illustrates exem-
plary first RZ pulses, second RZ pulses, third RZ pulses,
fourth RZ pulses, and an exemplary combined output. As can
be seen in FIG. 1D, the second RZ pulses, third RZ pulses and
fourth RZ pulses are delayed compared to the first RZ pulses,
and the combined output is a superposition of the first RZ
pulses, second RZ pulses, third RZ pulses and fourth RZ
pulses.

Turning now to FIG. 2, a circuit diagram of a DAC element
200 in accordance with a more specific exemplary embodi-
ment is illustrated. In general, the DAC element 200 includes
a first switching element 202, a second switching element
204, a current source 206, and a current sink 208. The DAC
element 200 has outputs OUT1 and OUT2, where those out-
puts are coupled together (coupling not shown in FIG. 2) to
provide a combined output that will have a stepped RZ pulse
scheme. The current source 206 is coupled to a positive volt-
age V,p, and the current sink 208 is coupled to a negative
voltage V ¢ Bias voltages V, and V., control the operation
ofthe current source 206. Specifically, bias voltage V 5, deter-
mines the overall supply current flowing through transistor
252. That overall supply current is split, with balanced and
equal currents flowing through transistors 254 and 256. Spe-
cifically, the bias voltage V ,, drives amplifier 250, which uses
negative feedback to control transistors 254 and 256 and
provide a balanced and equal current to the switching ele-
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ments 202 and 204. Likewise, bias voltages V,, and V,,
control the operation of the current sink 208. Specifically, bias
voltage V,, determines the overall current flowing through
transistor 262. That overall sink current is split, with balanced
and equal currents flowing through transistors 264 and 266.
Specifically, the bias voltage V ,, drives amplifier 260, which
uses negative feedback to control transistors 264 and 266 and
sink balanced and equal current from the switching elements
202 and 204.

The DAC element 200 is further configured to receive
control signals (i.e., Prz, Pryy Pro, Payrr Pagrs Pasr, and their
inverses) and generate an output being proportional to a digi-
tal input signal. Specifically, the output at OUT1 and OUT2 is
combined into a stepped RZ pulse stream that, when inte-
grated over time, provides an analog signal that is represen-
tative of the digital input signal. The first switching element
202 includes transistors 220, 222, 224, 226, 228, and 230.
These transistors are coupled to the control signals Pz, Pr;,
Py and their inverses. Likewise, the second switching ele-
ment 204 includes transistors 232, 234, 236, 238, 240 and
242. These transistors are likewise coupled to the control
signals Py, Py, Py and their inverses. The current source
206 includes amplifier 250 and transistors 252, 254 and 256.
The current sink 208 includes amplifier 260 and transistors
262, 264 and 266.

During operation, the control signals P., Pz, P, and
their inverses are used to generate first RZ pulses. Specifi-
cally, when P, and P, are low, and P, is high, the transis-
tors 220 and 226 are on, and transistors 222, 224,228, and 230
are off. This generates a positive current at OUT1. Conversely
when P, P-; and P, are high, the transistors 222 and 224
are on, and transistors 220, 226, 228, and 230 are off. This
generates a negative current and at OUT1. Finally when P,
is high, and P; and P, are low, the transistors 228 and 230
are on, and transistors 220, 222, 224, and 226 are off. This
generates a zero current at OUT1.

The control signals P, P, ., P, and their inverses are
likewise used to generate second RZ pulses. Specifically,
when P, ,; and P, ,; are low, and P, is high, the transistors
232 and 238 are on, and transistors 234, 236, 240, and 242 are
off. This generates a positive current at OUT2. Conversely
when P, .., P,,; and P, are high, the transistors 234 and 236
are on, and transistors 232, 234, 240, and 242 are off. This
generates a negative current at OUT2. Finally, when P, is
high, and P, ; and P, ., are low, the transistors 240 and 242 are
on, and transistors 232, 234, 236, and 238 are off. This gen-
erates a zero current at OUT2.

Thus, by the selective application of the control signals the
first and second RZ pulses can be generated. Furthermore,
these first and second RZ pulses can be generated to be
partially overlapping, and the outputs OUT1 and OUT2 com-
bined together to generate a DAC output that utilizes a
stepped RZ pulse stream.

It should be noted that in this arrangement the transistors
228 and 230 provide an alternate current path for when zero
current is being provided to OUT1. This prevents the current
source 206 and current sink 208 from having to switch off
when zero current is being provided to OUT1. Similarly, the
voltage bias 270 is coupled between transistors 228 and 230,
providing a current source or sink for any difference in current
flowing between transistors 228 and 230. Likewise, the tran-
sistors 240 and 242 provide an alternate current path for when
zero current is being provided to OUT?2, again preventing the
current source 206 and current sink 208 from having to switch
off. And again, the voltage bias 270 is coupled between tran-
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sistors 240 and 242, providing a current source or sink for any
difference in current flowing between transistors 240 and
242.

It should be noted that while the DAC element 200 includes
two switching elements 202 and 204, that DAC element 200
could be expanded to include additional switching elements
that would each provide additional delayed RZ pulses. For
example, third and fourth switching elements implemented
similar to switching elements 202 and 204 could be added. In
such embodiments the additional switching elements can be
coupled to receive current from the current source 206 and
current sink 208. Again, such an arrangement can provide
balanced and equal current to each of the switching elements.
The outputs of such additional switching elements can be
coupled to the combined output, and such an arrangement can
provide stepped RZ pulse streams such as those illustrated in
FIGS. 1C and 1D.

Turning now to FIG. 3A, a control signal generator 300 is
illustrated schematically. In general, the control signal gen-
erator 300 is an example of the type of device that can be used
to provide control signals for a digital-to-analog converter
(e.g., DAC element 200) in accordance with the embodiments
described herein. In the illustrated embodiment, the control
signal generator 300 includes timing logic 302 and a delay
locked loop 304. A clock signal is applied to both the timing
logic 302 and the delay locked loop 304, and a digital input
signal is applied to the timing logic 302. The delay locked
loop 304 generates a delayed clock signal from the clock
signal. This delay between the delayed clock signal and the
original clock signal corresponds to the delay between the
first RZ pulses and the second RZ pulses generated by the
switching elements (e.g., switching elements 102 and 104,
202 and 204). As such, the delay locked loop 304 would
typically be configured to provide a non-zero delay of less
than T/2, where T is the period of the clock signal. For
example, delays of T/6 and T/4 can be provided in some
embodiments. It should be noted that the delay locked loop
304 is only one example of the type of device that can be used
to create a delayed clock signal.

The timing logic 302 is configured to receive the clock
signal, the delayed clock signal, and the digital input signal,
and generate control signals for the DAC. In the illustrated
embodiment, the timing logic 302 generates control signals
Prrr Prrs Prs Pasrrs Pasrs Pasr and their inverses. These
control signals are configured to control the transistors of
switching elements (e.g., switching elements 202 and 204),
such that first RZ pulses and second RZ pulses are generated.
Turning now to FIG. 3B, a chart 350 illustrates an exemplary
logic relationship for generating such control signals. Spe-
cifically, the chart 350 illustrates how control signals P,
Pz, Pz Pogers Pasrs Pas, and their inverses are either driven
high (H) or low (L) as determined by the logic states (repre-
sented as 1 or 0) of the of the digital input signal, clock signal,
and delayed clock signal. For example, when the digital input
signal, clock and delayed clock are all “1”, the control signals
Prs, Prr, Pagrand P, ;- are all driven high, while P, and P, .,
are driven low. It should be noted that the logic relationship
illustrated in chart 350 is particularly applicable to the DAC
element 200 of FIG. 2, and that this is just one example and
that different implementations of the DAC will typically
require different logic relationships for generating control
signals.

Turning now to FIG. 4, a timing diagram 400 illustrates the
exemplary operation of the DAC element 200 using the con-
trol signal generator 300 and the logic illustrated in chart 350.
Specifically, the timing diagram 400 illustrates exemplary
waveforms for a digital input signal, clock and delayed clock.
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Additionally, the timing diagram 400 illustrates exemplary
waveforms for the generated control signals P, Pz;, Prs,
Pysrs Pass and P, . The timing diagram 400 further illus-
trates exemplary resulting waveforms for first RZ pulses and
second (delayed) RZ pulses that would be generated using
such control signals. Finally, the timing diagram 400 illus-
trates exemplary waveforms for the combined output of the
DAC element 200.

In timing diagram 400, the digital input waveform shows
an exemplary sequence of “010110”, where digital input sig-
nal sequence values are determined at the rising edges of the
clock signals. In this illustrated embodiment the delayed
clock has a delay of T/4 compared to the original clock signal,
where T is again the period of the clock and the delayed clock
signals. The control signals Prz7, Pr7, Prsy Pagers Pagr, and Py
illustrated in timing diagram 400 are generated in response to
the values of the digital input signals, the clock, and the
delayed clock, according to the logic illustrated chart 350.
With the control signals and their inverses applied to the DAC
element 200, the result is a first RZ pulse waveform and a
second delayed RZ pulse waveform. Again, in this example
the second delayed RZ pulse waveform has a delay of T/4
compared to the first RZ pulse waveform, but this is only one
example, and other delays could instead be used. Finally, the
out waveform in the timing diagram 400 shows the result of
combining the first RZ pulse waveform and the second RZ
pulse waveform. Specifically, the timing diagram 400 shows
the stepped RZ pulse scheme provided to the output by sum-
ming the first RZ pulse waveform and the second RZ pulse
waveform. As can be seen in the illustrated output waveform,
the resulting output of the DAC element 200 is proportional to
the digital input signal, and the DAC element 200 can thus be
used as an analog representation of such digital input wave-
forms.

For example, attime T1 the input data signal rises to a value
of “1”, and at the same time the clock also rises to ““1”” while
the delayed clock stays at “0”. This causes the first RZ pulse
waveform to rise to +5 mA, but the second RZ pulse wave-
form remains at 0 mA. Thus, the combined output at time T1
is +5 mA. Then, at time T2 the delayed clock also rises to “1”.
This causes the second RZ pulse waveform to also rise to +5
mA. Thus, at time T2 the combined output is +10 mA. Finally
at time T3, the clock signal drops to “0”. This causes the first
RZ pulse waveform to drop to O mA, while the second RZ
pulse waveform remains at +5 mA. Thus, at time T3 the
combined output returns +5 mA.

As can be seen in this example the data input signal rising
to a value of “1” causes the combined output to rise in S mA
steps to a final value of +10 mA, and then drop in 5 mA steps.
Similar but opposite actions occur at times T4, T5, and Té6,
with the combined output dropping in -5 mA steps to a value
of =10 mA in response to the data input signal dropping to a
value of “0”.

As was noted above, the use of such DACs (e.g., DAC
elements 100 and 200) and a stepped RZ pulse scheme can
provide both relatively good immunity to clock jitter and
relatively good immunity to inter-symbol interference, while
still satistying relatively low slew rate requirements.

Inter-symbol interference is generally the distortion of a
signal in which a previous symbol interferes with subsequent
symbols. In such situations, the previous symbol has a similar
effect as noise, and thus can reduce the signal-to-noise ratio
(SNR) of the system. In traditional NRZ DACs the initial
level of each NRZ pulse depends on the previous state, and
thus such systems are relatively susceptible to inter-symbol
interference. Using a stepped RZ pulse scheme, where the
output of the DAC is the superposition of multiple time-offset
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RZ pulses, can provide greater immunity to inter-symbol
interference compared to traditional DACs that use NRZ
pulses. Specifically, the stepped RZ pulse scheme shares the
same immunity to inter-symbol interference as a traditional
RZ pulse scheme because each stepped RZ pulse starts from
the same initial level.

Clock jitter is generally the deviation of a clock signal from
true periodicity. Such deviation occurs at each clock edge,
and the effects of such deviations for each clock edge can
accumulate over a period. Traditional RZ DACs are relatively
susceptible to errors caused by clock jitter because there are
two edges of the RZ pulse that are affected by the clock jitter
for each clock period. Using a stepped RZ pulse scheme,
where the output of the DAC is the superposition of multiple
time-offset RZ pulses, can provide greater immunity to the
effects of clock jitter compared to traditional DACs that use
RZ pulses. Specifically, in the stepped RZ pulse scheme the
error resulting from clock jitter is reduced by the square root
of the number of time-offset pulses in the combined pulse
compared to traditional DACs that use RZ pulses. This reduc-
tion in error is provided because the error power contributed
by each time-offset pulse is proportional to the square of the
difference between consecutive time-offset pulse amplitudes
and to the variance of the clock jitter. Thus, the square root of
the sum of these error power contributions yields a resultant
error due to clock jitter that is proportional to:

So

VN

where N is the number of time-offset RZ pulses in the com-
bined pulse, S is the traditional RZ output level, and a is the
standard deviation of the clock jitter. As can be seen in the
above equation, the resultant error due to clock jitter is
reduced for every additional time-offset pulse that is added
into the combined pulse output. And in any case, this error
induced by clock jitter is reduced compared to a traditional
RZ pulse scheme where such error is instead simply propor-
tional to S and o.

The slew rate of a system is the maximum rate of change of
an output per unit time. Exceeding the slew rate of a system
can cause non-linearites and other distortions. Traditional RZ
DAC:s are sensitive to slew rate limitations because the output
of'the RZ DAC can be driven from (or return to) the zero state
to either extreme in response to one clock edge.

In contrast, the use of the DAC described above (e.g., DAC
elements 100 and 200) and a stepped RZ pulse scheme can
reduce the maximum slew rate required. Specifically, because
the stepped RZ pulse scheme generated by DAC rises and
falls in relatively smaller steps, the slew rate requirements are
relaxed. In the example of FIG. 4, the combined output of the
DAC rises +5 mA at time T1, then rises a second +5 mA at
time T2. Likewise, the combined output of the DAC falls -5
mA at time T4, then falls a second -5 mA at time T5. In
contrast, a traditional DAC with a traditional RZ output could
rise the entire +10 mA in one transition and fall the entire -10
mA in another transition. Thus, in both cases the stepped
pattern of the output waveform has reduced slew rate require-
ments compared to a traditional RZ pulse scheme. This
reduced slew rate requirement provided by the stepped RZ
pulse scheme can provide improved linearity at higher fre-
quencies.

Thus, DACs provided in accordance with the embodiments
described herein and the use of a stepped RZ pulse scheme
can provide improved immunity to inter-symbol interference
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compared to traditional NRZ DACs, while also providing
both improved immunity to clock jitter and relaxed slew rate
requirements compared to traditional RZ DACs. Thus, the
embodiments described herein can provide a combination of
performance features not found in any one traditional DAC.

It should be further noted that while the first RZ pulses,
second RZ pulses, and combined output pulses are generated
and illustrated in FIG. 4 in terms of current (i.e., mA), such
pulses could instead be generated and expressed in terms of
voltage or charge. In any case, the combined output can
provide an analog representation of the digital input signals.

The DACs described above can be used in a variety of
applications. In one specific application, the DACs described
above can be utilized in the feedback path of an ADC. More
specifically, the DACs can be utilized in a continuous-time
sigma-delta ADC implemented with continuous-time sigma-
delta modulation.

Turning now to FIG. 5, an exemplary ADC 500 is illus-
trated schematically. The ADC 500 includes a loop filter 502,
a quantizer 504, an encoder 506, a decimation filter 508, a
summing stage 510, and a feedback path 511 that includes
one or more DAC elements 512, with the one or more DAC
elements 512 configured to utilize time delayed pulse genera-
tion.

In general, the summing stage 510 is configured to subtract
a feedback signal from an input signal. During operation of
the ADC 500 the input signal and feedback signal are applied
to the summing stage 510. In response, the summing stage
510 outputs a difference signal that corresponds to the difter-
ence between the analog input signal and the analog feedback
signal. Because ofthe feedback operation of the ADC 500 this
difference signal closely approximates the quantization noise
in the analog feedback signal.

The output of the summing stage 510 is coupled to the loop
filter 502. In general, the loop filter 502 integrates and filters
the difference signal received from the summing stage 510. In
doing so, the loop filter 502 shapes the quantization noise and
produces a filtered analog signal. It should be noted that a
variety of different topologies could be used in the arrange-
ment of the summing stage 510 and loop filter 502, including
lowpass topology, bandpass topology, a feedback topology, a
feedforward topology, a feedforward-feedback topology or
another hybrid topology, a cascade topology, a quadrature or
complex topology, and the like. Additionally, the loop filter
502 can be implemented using active circuitry components,
passive circuitry components, or a suitable combination
thereof.

The filtered signal is applied as an input signal to the
quantizer 504. The quantizer 504 is configured to generate a
quantized signal at the quantizer output that comprises one or
more bits which are representative of the filtered analog sig-
nal. The quantizer 504 generates the quantized signal at by
sampling the filtered analog signal at the quantizer input with
a particular sampling frequency (f,). For example, a quantizer
504 used in continuous-time sigma-delta modulation may
have a sampling frequency ranging from the tens of mega-
hertz (MHz) to hundreds of MHz. It should be noted however
that the sampling frequency of the quantizer 504 will typi-
cally vary depending on the needs of a particular application
(e.g., the desired effective number of bits). As some example
implementations, the quantizer 504 may utilize a flash ana-
log-to-digital conversion architecture or another suitable con-
version architecture.

The output of the quantizer 504 is applied to the encoder
506, which produces digital values. The digital values are
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applied to a decimation filter 508. The decimation filter 508
down samples the digital values to produce the digital output
of the ADC 500.

The quantized output of the quantizer 504 is also fed back
along the feedback path 511 to the DAC element 512. The
DAC element 512 converts the quantized output of the quan-
tizer 504 to analog, thus generating the analog feedback sig-
nal that is fed back to the summing stage 510. In accordance
with the embodiments described herein, the DAC element
512 comprises first and second switching elements (e.g.,
switching elements 102, 104, 202, 204) that are configured to
generate time offset RZ pulses. Thus, the DAC element 512 is
configured to generate the analog feedback signal to have a
stepped RZ pulse scheme, where the analog feedback signal
is the superposition of multiple time-offset RZ pulses. As will
be discussed in greater detail below, the use of such a DAC
element 512 in the ADC 500 can provide both relatively good
immunity to clock jitter and relatively good immunity to
inter-symbol interference, while still providing relatively low
slew rate requirements.

It should be understood that FIG. 5 is a simplified diagram
of'the ADC 500. For example, while the ADC 500 is depicted
in a single-ended form, in many embodiments the ADC 500
may be implemented in a differential manner (e.g., as a dif-
ferential circuit adapted to utilize differential signals). Fur-
thermore, the ADC 500 can be implemented to include addi-
tional or alternative components, and can be implemented
with different topologies, including different feed-forward
sigma-delta topologies.

Furthermore, the ADC 500 can be configured for either
single-bit operation or multi-bit operation, depending on the
particular needs of a given application. In a single-bit appli-
cation the quantizer 504 would typically be a single-bit quan-
tizer that generates a single-bit digital output. That single-bit
output would be used generate the output of the ADC 500, and
would also be fed back to the DAC element 512 to generate an
analog feedback signal.

In contrast, in a multi-bit application the quantizer 504
would typically be a multi-bit quantizer configured to quan-
tize an analog signal into a multi-bit digital output. In such an
embodiment, the multi-bit digital output of the quantizer
would be used to generate the digital output of the ADC 500
and fed back along the feedback path 511. Specifically, in
such an embodiment, the multi-bit digital output could be fed
back along multiple feedback paths 511 to corresponding
multiple DAC elements 512. For example, the multi-bit digi-
tal output could be fed back in a thermometer code format,
with a separate feedback path 511 and DAC element 512 for
eachunit in the thermometer code format. In such an embodi-
ment, the outputs for each of the multiple DAC elements 512
would then be coupled together to provide a single analog
feedback signal to the summing stage 510. For example,
multiple DAC elements 512 can be implemented together as
a single integrated DAC device. Such an integrated DAC
device may have a thermometer-encoded input, and various
elements desired to dynamically match the individual DAC
elements 512 to improve the overall linearity of the integrated
DAC device.

For example, in an ADC 500 where the quantizer 504
comprises a “4-bit” quantizer, the quantizer 504 can output a
thermometer-encoded output with 15 digital signals that rep-
resent 16 possible states. These 15 digital signals can be fed
back with 15 separate feedback paths 511 to an integrated
DAC device that includes 15 DAC elements 512, with one
DAC element 512 for each of the 15 units in a thermometer
code representation of the 4-bits. And again, in such an
embodiment, the outputs for each of the DAC elements 512
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can be coupled together to provide a single analog feedback
signal to the summing stage 510. And such an example can be
expanded to larger systems that are implemented with greater
numbers of feedback paths 511 and DAC elements 512.

The use of such a DAC element 512 in the ADC 500 can
again provide both relatively good immunity to clock jitter
and relatively good immunity to inter-symbol interference,
while still satisfying relatively low slew rate requirements.

In ADCs inter-symbol interference can result in variations
in the total charge provided in the analog feedback signal, and
can cause errors at the output. Traditional ADCs that use such
NRZ DACs are more sensitive to inter-symbol interference,
and thus more likely to have SNR limitations caused by
inter-symbol interference. Specifically, because NRZ pulses
can start from different initial levels there can be variations in
the total charge provided in the analog feedback signal for
each NRZ pulse. In contrast, using DAC element 512 and a
stepped RZ pulse scheme can provide the ADC 500 with
increased immunity to inter-symbol interference and
increased SNR because each stepped RZ pulse starts from the
same initial level.

In ADCs clock jitter can also result in errors at the output.
Traditional ADCs thatuse RZ DACs are relatively susceptible
to errors caused by clock jitter because there are two edges of
the RZ pulse that are affected by the clock jitter for each clock
period. In contrast, using DAC element 512 and a stepped RZ
pulse scheme can provide increased immunity to clock jitter
because the error resulting from clock jitter is reduced by the
square root of the number of time-offset pulses in the com-
bined pulse compared to traditional DACs that use RZ pulses.

With regard to slew rate requirements, in ADCs such slew
rate limitations can negatively impact the SNR at higher
frequencies. Traditional ADCs that use such RZ DACs are
more sensitive to slew rate limitations because the output of
the RZ DAC can be driven from one extreme value to another
in response one clock edge. For example, the output of an RZ
DAC can exceed the slew rate of amplifiers in the loop filter
502 when transitioning from one extreme value to another in
one transition. In contrast, using DAC element 512 in ADC
500 can reduce the maximum slew rate required in the loop
filter 502. Specifically, because the stepped RZ pulse signal
generated by DAC element 512 rises and falls in relatively
smaller steps, the ADC 500 has reduced slew rate require-
ments for the loop filter 502 and thus can have increased SNR
at higher frequencies.

Thus, the use of DAC element 512 in the ADC 500 can
provide both improved immunity to inter-symbol interfer-
ence compared to traditional NRZ DACs, and can provide
improved immunity to clock jitter and relaxed slew rate
requirements compared to traditional RZ DACs. Thus, the
embodiments described herein can provide a combination of
performance features to the ADC 500 not found in any one
traditional DAC.

In one embodiment, a digital-to-analog converter (DAC) is
provided, the DAC comprising: an input configured to receive
at least one control signal; a first switching element, the first
switching element configured to generate a first return-to-
zero pulse in response to the at least one control signal; a
second switching element, the second switching element con-
figured to generate a second return-to-zero pulse in response
to the at least one control signal, the second return-to-zero
pulse delayed in time from and partially overlapping with the
first return-to-zero pulse; and an output, the output coupled to
the first switching element and the second switching element,
the output configured to combine the first return-to-zero pulse
and the second return-to-zero pulse to generate a combined
pulse proportional to a digital input signal.
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In another embodiment, an analog-to-digital converter
(ADC) is provided, the ADC comprising: a summing stage
configured to receive an analog input signal and an analog
feedback signal, and further configured to output a difference
signal; a filter coupled to the summing stage to receive the
difference signal, the filter configured to filter the difference
signal and output a filtered signal; a quantizer coupled to the
filter to receive the filtered signal, the quantizer configured to
quantize the filtered signal and output a quantized signal; a
digital-to-analog converter (DAC), the DAC including at least
a first DAC element connected to the quantizer to receive at
least a first bit of the quantized signal, the first DAC element
comprising: a first switching element, the first switching ele-
ment configured to generate a first return-to-zero pulse in
response to the first bit of the quantized signal; a second
switching element, the second switching element configured
to generate a second return-to-zero pulse in response to the
first bit of the quantized signal, the second return-to-zero
pulse delayed in time from and partially overlapping with the
first return-to-zero pulse; an output, the output coupled to the
first switching element and the second switching element, the
output configured to combine the first return-to-zero pulse
and the second return-to-zero pulse to generate a combined
pulse proportional to the first bit of the quantized signal, the
output coupled to the summing stage to feedback the com-
bined pulse to the summing stage as at least part of the analog
feedback signal; a current source, the current source config-
ured to provide a supply current and split the supply current to
provide substantially equal current to the first switching ele-
ment and the second switching element; and a current sink,
the current sink configured to sink the supply current from the
first switching element and the second switching element.

In another embodiment, a method of converting a digital
input signal to an analog output signal is provided, the method
comprising: generating a first return-to-zero pulse in response
to at least one control signal; generating a second return-to-
zero pulse in response to the at least one control signal, the
second return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and par-
tially overlapping with the first return-to-zero pulse; and com-
bining the first return-to-zero pulse and the second return-to-
zero pulse to generate a combined pulse proportional to the
digital input signal.

For the sake of brevity, conventional techniques related to
signal processing, sampling, analog-to-digital conversion,
digital-to-analog conversion, analog circuit design, differen-
tial circuit design, and other functional aspects of the systems
(and the individual operating components of the systems)
may not be described in detail herein. Furthermore, the con-
necting lines shown in the various figures contained herein
are intended to represent exemplary functional relationships
and/or physical couplings between the various elements. It
should be noted that many alternative or additional functional
relationships or physical connections may be present in an
embodiment of the subject matter. It should be understood
that circuitry described herein may be implemented either in
silicon or another semiconductor material or alternatively by
software code representation thereof.

As used herein, a “node” means any internal or external
reference point, connection point, junction, signal line, con-
ductive element, or the like, at which a given signal, logic
level, voltage, data pattern, current, or quantity is present.
Furthermore, two or more nodes may be realized by one
physical element (and two or more signals can be multi-
plexed, modulated, or otherwise distinguished even though
received or output at a common mode). The foregoing
description refers to elements or nodes or features being
“connected” or “coupled” together. As used herein, unless
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expressly stated otherwise, “connected” means that one ele-
ment/node/feature is directly joined to (or directly communi-
cates with) another element/node/feature, and not necessarily
mechanically. Unless expressly stated otherwise, “coupled”
means that one element is directly or indirectly joined to (or
directly or indirectly communicates with) another element,
and not necessarily mechanically. Thus, although the sche-
matics shown in the figures depict exemplary arrangements of
elements, additional intervening elements, devices, features,
or components may be present in an embodiment of the
depicted subject matter. In addition, certain terminology may
also be used in the foregoing description for the purpose of
reference only, and thus are not intended to be limiting.

The terms “first,” “second,” “third,” “fourth and the like in
the description and the claims are used for distinguishing
between elements and not necessarily for describing a par-
ticular structural, sequential or chronological order. It is to be
understood that the terms so used are interchangeable under
appropriate circumstances. Furthermore, the terms “com-
prise,” “include,” “have” and any variations thereof, are
intended to cover non-exclusive inclusions, such that a cir-
cuit, process, method, article, or apparatus that comprises a
list of elements is not necessarily limited to those elements,
but may include other elements not expressly listed or inher-
ent to such circuit, process, method, article, or apparatus.

The foregoing description of specific embodiments reveals
the general nature of the inventive subject matter sufficiently
that others can, by applying current knowledge, readily
modify and/or adapt it for various applications without
departing from the general concept. Therefore, such adapta-
tions and modifications are within the meaning and range of
equivalents ofthe disclosed embodiments. The inventive sub-
ject matter embraces all such alternatives, modifications,
equivalents, and variations as fall within the spirit and broad
scope of the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A digital-to-analog converter (DAC) comprising:

an input configured to receive at least one control signal;

a first switching element, the first switching element con-
figured to generate a first return-to-zero pulse in
response to the at least one control signal;

a second switching element, the second switching element
configured to generate a second return-to-zero pulse in
response to the at least one control signal, the second
return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and partially
overlapping with the first return-to-zero pulse; and

an output, the output coupled to the first switching element
and the second switching element, the output configured
to combine the first return-to-zero pulse and the second
return-to-zero pulse to generate a combined pulse pro-
portional to a digital input signal.

2. The DAC of claim 1 further comprising

a current source, the current source configured to provide a
supply current and split the supply current to provide
substantially equal current to the first switching element
and the second switching element; and

a current sink, the current sink configured to sink the sup-
ply current from the first switching element and the
second switching element.

3. The DAC of claim 1 wherein a clock signal having a
period T is used to generate the at least one control signal, and
wherein the second return-to-zero pulse is offset in time from
the first return-to-zero-pulse between T/8 and 3T/8.

4. The DAC of claim 1 further comprising:

a third switching element, the third switching element con-

figured to generate a third return-to-zero pulse in
response to the at least one control signal, the third
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return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and partially

overlapping with both the first return-to-zero pulse and

the second return-to-zero pulse; and

wherein the output is further coupled to the third switching
element and further configured to combine the third
return-to-zero pulse with the first return-to-zero pulse
and the second return-to-zero pulse to generate the com-
bined pulse proportional to the digital input signal.

5. The DAC of claim 4 further comprising:

a fourth switching element, the fourth switching element
configured to generate a fourth return-to-zero pulse in
response to the at least one control signal, the fourth
return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and partially
overlapping with the first return-to-zero pulse, the sec-
ond return-to-zero pulse, and the third return-to-zero
pulse; and

wherein the output is further coupled to the fourth switch-
ing element and further configured to combine the fourth
return-to-zero pulse with the first return-to-zero pulse,
the second return-to-zero pulse, and the third return-to-
zero pulse to generate the combined pulse proportional
to the digital input signal.

6. The DAC of claim 1 further comprising a control signal
generator, the control signal generator configured to receive a
clock signal and the digital input signal and generate the at
least one control signal responsive to the clock signal and the
digital input signal.

7. The DAC of claim 6 wherein the control signal generator
includes a delay locked loop, the delay locked loop config-
ured to receive the clock signal and generate a delayed clock
signal.

8. The DAC of claim 1 wherein the combined pulse is
proportional to the digital input signal such that when the
combined pulse is integrated over time, the combined and
integrated pulse provides an analog representation of the digi-
tal input signal.

9. An analog-to-digital converter (ADC) comprising:

a summing stage configured to receive an analog input
signal and an analog feedback signal, and further con-
figured to output a difference signal;

a filter coupled to the summing stage to receive the difter-
ence signal, the filter configured to filter the difference
signal and output a filtered signal;

a quantizer coupled to the filter to receive the filtered sig-
nal, the quantizer configured to quantize the filtered
signal and output a quantized signal; and

a digital-to-analog converter (DAC), the DAC including at
least a first DAC element connected to the quantizer to
receive at least a first bit of the quantized signal, the first
DAC element comprising:

a first switching element, the first switching element
configured to generate a first return-to-zero pulse in
response to the first bit of the quantized signal;

a second switching element, the second switching ele-
ment configured to generate a second return-to-zero
pulse in response to the first bit of the quantized sig-
nal, the second return-to-zero pulse delayed in time
from and partially overlapping with the first return-
to-zero pulse;

an output, the output coupled to the first switching ele-
ment and the second switching element, the output
configured to combine the first return-to-zero pulse
and the second return-to-zero pulse to generate a com-
bined pulse proportional to the first bit of the quan-
tized signal, the output coupled to the summing stage
to feedback the combined pulse to the summing stage
as at least part of the analog feedback signal;
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a current source, the current source configured to pro-
vide a supply current and split the supply current to
provide substantially equal current to the first switch-
ing element and the second switching element; and

a current sink, the current sink configured to sink the
supply current from the first switching element and
the second switching element.

10. The ADC of claim 9 wherein the first DAC element
further comprises:

a third switching element, the third switching element con-
figured to generate a third return-to-zero pulse in
response to the first bit of the quantized signal, the third
return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and partially
overlapping with both the first return-to-zero pulse and
the second return-to-zero pulse; and

wherein the output is further coupled to the third switching
element and further configured to combine the third
return-to-zero pulse with the first return-to-zero pulse
and the second return-to-zero pulse to generate the com-
bined pulse proportional to the first bit of the quantized
signal.

11. The ADC of claim 10 wherein the first DAC element

further comprises:

a fourth switching element, the fourth switching element
configured to generate a fourth return-to-zero pulse in
response to the at least one control signal, the fourth
return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and partially
overlapping with the first return-to-zero pulse, the sec-
ond return-to-zero pulse, and the third return-to-zero
pulse; and

wherein the output is further coupled to the fourth switch-
ing element and further configured to combine the fourth
return-to-zero pulse with the first return-to-zero pulse,
the second return-to-zero pulse, and the third return-to-
zero pulse to generate the combined pulse proportional
to the first bit of the quantized signal.

12. The ADC of claim 9 wherein the DAC further com-
prises a control signal generator, the control signal generator
configured to receive the quantized signal and a clock signal,
the control signal generator further configured to generate a
plurality of control signals responsive to the quantized signal
and the clock signal, and where the first switching element
and the second switch element are configured to receive the
plurality of control signals from the control signal generator.

13. The ADC of claim 12 wherein the control signal gen-
erator includes a delay locked loop, the delay locked loop
configured to receive the clock signal and generate a delayed
clock signal.

14. The ADC of claim 12 wherein the clock signal has a
period T, and wherein the second return-to-zero pulse is offset
in time from the first return-to-zero-pulse between T/8 and
3T/8.

15. The ADC of claim 9 wherein the DAC further com-
prises a second DAC element, the second DAC element
coupled to the quantizer to receive a second bit of the quan-
tized signal, the second DAC element comprising:

a third switching element, the third switching element con-
figured to generate a third return-to-zero pulse in
response to the second bit of the quantized signal;

a fourth switching element, the fourth switching element
configured to generate a fourth return-to-zero pulse in
response to the second bit of the quantized signal, the
fourth return-to-zero pulse delayed in time from and
partially overlapping with the third return-to-zero pulse;
and

a second output, the second output coupled to the third
switching element and the fourth switching element, the
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second output configured to combine the third return-to-
zero pulse and the fourth return-to-zero pulse to generate
a second combined pulse proportional to the second bit
of'the quantized signal, the second output coupled to the
summing stage to feedback the second combined pulse
to the summing stage.
16. The ADC of claim 9 wherein the ADC is configured to
use continuous-time sigma-delta modulation.
17. A method of converting a digital input signal to an
analog output signal, comprising:
generating a first return-to-zero pulse in response to at least
one control signal;
generating a second return-to-zero pulse in response to the
at least one control signal, the second return-to-zero
pulse delayed in time from and partially overlapping
with the first return-to-zero pulse; and
combining the first return-to-zero pulse and the second
return-to-zero pulse to generate a combined pulse pro-
portional to the digital input signal.

16

18. The method of claim 17 wherein the step of generating
the first return-to-zero pulse comprises using a first a clock
signal having a period T, and wherein the second return-to-
zero pulse is offset in time from the first return-to-zero-pulse

5 between T/8 and 3T/8.

19. The method of claim 17 further comprising:
generating a third return-to-zero pulse in response to the at
least one control signal, the third return-to-zero pulse
delayed in time from and partially overlapping with both
the first return-to-zero pulse and the second return-to-
zero pulse; and
combining the third return-to-zero pulse with the first
return-to-zero pulse and the second return-to-zero pulse
to generate the combined pulse proportional to the digi-
tal input signal.
20. The method of claim 17 further comprising generating
the at least one control signal responsive to a clock signal, a
delayed clock signal, and the digital input signal.
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